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Abstract 
This study aimed to assess the differential effects of three instructional programs  cooperative, collaborative, and 
teacher-directed teaching methods  on the reading comprehension performance of EFL learners. A pretest-posttest 
quasi-experimental design was used. The three selected groups (n= 93) were instructed over a period of 8 weeks. 
Results indicate that students who received the cooperative intervention fared far better than students in the other two 
groups; the collaborative and teacher-directed groups' performance was not significant. The current study concludes 
that an interactional pattern that has properly been structured is apparently more effective than its counterpart that is 
unstructured.                                     
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1. Introduction 
A contemporary challenge that educators, especially faculty members, face now is to create situations 
in class that are conducive to engaged learning  students can actively participate in their learning. 
Although meaningful it remains evident that faculty members seem uncertain as to how to operationalize 
engaged learning in practice. This uncertainty suggests that engaged learning though simple in principle, it 
is difficult in practice.  
In EFL reading education, faculty are often criticized for adopting a teaching strategy that promotes a 
teacher-directed type of learning (memorizing a set of new words, translation, analyzing of grammatical 
points, etc.), rather than involving learners actively in group learning (Hudson, 2007).   
Researchers constantly contend that effective reading instruction must be based on a pedagogy that 
emphasizes the creation of opportunities for language learners to actively participate in class (Zoghi, 
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Ramlee, & Tg Nor Rizan, 2008). Considering the criticisms leveled at traditional reading instruction 
(Guthrie, McGough, Bennett, & Rice, 1996; Hudson, 2007; Zoghi, et al., 2008), faculty are now drawing 
on a number of present-day approaches to teaching reading, such as task-based learning, collaborative 
learning, cooperative learning and the like. In fact, contemporary trends in the literature on EFL teaching 
are towards a more active, student-centered learning approach.   
As was mentioned, group work comes in different formats with the least and most structured patterns. 
Collaborative learning includes tasks in which small groups of students work together on a shared 
assignment. In contrast, cooperative learning is a carefully planned teaching and learning method that 
involves forming sustained learning groups with members who are individually accountable for their 
work. The cooperative learning approach encompasses such instructional methods as Academic 
Controversy (AC), Student-Team-Achievement-Divisions (STAD), Teams-Games-Tournaments (TGT), 
Group Investigation (GI), and Jigsaw, to name a few.  
In sum, despite the distinctions between cooperative and collaborative learning, there are no studies, 
known to the author, that have been carried out to examine the differential impacts of cooperative and 
collaborative learning approaches in EFL reading education. As most studies on the relationship between 
cooperative learning and EFL reading have been carried out by employing Jigsaw technique (e.g. Ghaith 
& Abd El-Malak, 2004), the present researcher was prompted to select Jigsaw in order to be consistent 
with previous research.Therefore, the current study attempted to find an appropriate answer to the 
guiding research question formulated below: Are there any statistically significant differences in EFL 
reading comprehension test scores between students who are taught based on cooperative (Jigsaw), 
collaborative, and teacher-directed teaching techniques? If so, which instructional technique is more 
effective?    
2. Methodology                         
2.1 Participants 
The population of the study was EFL majors from various branches of Islamic Azad University located 
in the northwest of Iran. They were taking compulsory advanced reading courses at the time of 
conducting the present study. Convenient sampling was used to select the participants. A sample of 93 
second year students enrolled in compulsory advanced reading courses was selected. The main aim of the 
composed of high-, average-, and low-ability students. They were from three branches of Islamic Azad 
University located in the northwest of Iran. The selected universities were randomly assigned to receive 
the three types of the intended reading instruction. 
 
2.2 Materials 
 
For this study, a researcher-made, 40-item reading comprehension test was utilized. The test was 
given to the students before and after the experimental interventions. The instrument had already been 
constructed by the current author for a similar study. It was based on the reading comprehension 
taxonomy proposed by Barrett (1968). The intended measure could assess a broad range of reading 
comprehension skills. Different formats, namely, multiple-choice questions (MCQs), true/false (T/F), 
fact/opinion, and open-ended questions, comprised the test, which consisted of five categories of reading 
comprehension sub-skills: (a) literal comprehension, (b) reorganization of ideas, (c) inferential 
comprehension, (d) evaluation, (e) appreciation. It is necessary to note that in a pilot-study conducted 
earlier by the present researcher, the instrument had been content-validated by two experts in EFL 
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reading. It had also exhibited an acceptable degree of test-retest reliability for the present sample, namely 
r = .91. 
 
2.3 Procedures 
 
The three groups in the study were taught by the instructors of their own universities. The instructors 
who were already familiar with cooperative leaning received two-day training in using the Jigsaw method 
and collaboratively-oriented activities in order to teach EFL reading comprehension.   
Since signed consent was not common, only verbal approval to conduct the study was obtained. 
Students at each university were assigned into a group named [the cooperative group with 33 students, 
collaborative group with 29 students, and teacher-directed group with 31 students]. At the outset of the 
-made 
test. The study lasted for a period of eight weeks (eight sessions in total), during which students met for 2 
hours per week (16 hours).  
In the cooperative group, the instructor informed students that they would be taught according to an 
instructional strategy that is different from the typical one they are used to. On the first day of class, the 
instructor delivered an introductory lesson in cooperative learning. In fact, advanced planning and some 
orientation towards cooperative learning are needed to make the method really effective. When students 
become familiar with cooperative learning, they often feel motivated to perform the tasks. 
Additionally, in this session students were required to form formal cooperative learning groups of four 
to five according to their own preferences. In order to build up a positive relationship among the members 
of each group, they were asked to stay together in one group till the end of the study. In the sessions to 
come, the cooperative group was taught following these procedures: (1) introducing the topic (to be 
studied), the instructor had students form their "home group" of 4-5 members who possessed a range of 
reading abilities; (2) he divided the reading material into 4 or 5 sections and then created "expert groups" 
that consist of students across "home groups" who read the same section for 15-20 minutes; (3) to help 
the "expert groups" gather information on their particular section, the instructor provided some key 
section of the reading material, he had them gather together again in their "home groups" and asked each 
"expert" to report the information learned. Students were frequently reminded that "home group" 
members are responsible to explain all content to one another. 
In the collaborative group the reading lessons were delivered according to the collaborative learning 
strategy. Each session the instructor formed ad-hoc groups of four to five. In fact, the students were 
discussion, which was mainly instructor-directed. Each lesson began with an instructor presentation. He 
introduced the topic and then posed a question for each group. Students worked in their groups and 
discussed the material for about 15 20 minutes. Then, a group member was called on to answer the 
question. 
In the teacher-directed group, students were taught the same content based on the conventional 
teacher-directed format. As teacher-
presentation or explication, each session began with the instructor's presentation in the form of reading-
aloud of the text. He then elaborated on what was being taught and provided answers to students' 
questions, which were mainly related to the meanings of unknown words. He also frequently drew on the 
translation strategy, and analyzed some grammatical points. Finally, once the treatments were completed, 
students' EFL reading comprehension in the three groups was measured by the researcher-made, EFL 
reading comprehension test. 
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3. Data Analysis 
A pretest-posttest quasi-experimental design was relied upon as it was intended to compare the 
performance. According to Mackey & Gass (2005), this research design is frequently employed in 
experimental investigations measuring the effects of treatments. The design was specific to non-
randomized and non-equivalent groups as the researcher employed intact classes. The non-randomized 
design which involves intact groups enjoys a high degree of face validity (Mackey & Gass, 2005) and 
external validity (Dimitrov & Rumrill, 2003).                                    .                                                                           
Descriptive statistics as shown in Table 1 suggest that the cooperative group (M= 83.30; SD= 11.47) 
performed better than the collaborative group (M= 76.93; SD= 9.11) and the teacher-directed group (M= 
76.74; SD= 10.60) in the posttest scores of the EFL reading comprehension test.  
                                     
 
Table 1. Descriptive statistics for EFL Reading Posttest Scores in Cooperative, Collaborative, and Teacher-directed Groups 
 
 
 Cooperative  
Group 
(n = 33) 
Collaborative 
 group 
(n = 29) 
Teacher-directed 
Group 
(n = 31) 
Reading 
Posttest Scores 
Mean SD Mean 
 
 
SD Mean SD 
 83.30 11.47 76.93 9.11 76.74 10.60 
 
 
However, to test the hypothesis formulated earlier, it was necessary to determine whether or not the 
observed difference was statistically significant. To that end, a one-way analysis of co-variance 
(ANCOVA) was run.  
In light of what was said above, ANCOVA was performed to compare the differential effects of the 
was the type of intervention that included three levels (cooperative, collaborative, and teacher-directed), 
administered as the post-
comprehension test were used as a covariate to control for group differences. 
Testing the assumptions underlying ANCOVA suggested that there was no serious violation of the 
assumptions. As shown in Table 2, there was a significant difference in the effect of the instructional 
omprehension after controlling for the effect of 
the covariate, the EFL reading comprehension pretest scores, F(2,89) = 8.50, p < .05. However, only 12% 
(partial  
 
 
Table 2. Analysis of Co-variance for EFL Reading Comprehension in Cooperative, Collaborative, and Teacher-directed Groups 
 
 
Source       SS df   MS      F p 
Pretest Scores 4015.53 1 4015.53 60.62 .00 
Groups 1126.43 2   563.21  8.50 .00 
Error 5895.23 89    66.23   
Total 593113.00 93    
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Further, it was considered necessary to analyze the pattern of the differences between the means, that is, it 
was needed to specify exactly where the differences among the three groups occurred. For this reason, 
follow-up tests were performed to assess pairwise differences among the adjusted means for the three 
groups. The Fisher's Least Significant Difference (LSD) test was used as the post hoc follow-up.   
The results of multiple comparisons of the adjusted means showed that students who were taught on 
the basis of cooperative leaning (M = 83.63) had significantly higher reading comprehension scores, 
controlling for the effect of their reading comprehension pretest, than both students who were taught on 
the basis of collaborative learning (M = 77.96), and those who received teacher-directed instruction (M = 
75.42). The significant difference between the cooperative and collaborative groups remained (p = .00), 
and the collaborative and teacher-directed groups did not significantly differ (p = .23). 
Overall, LSD suggests that the cooperative group fared far better than the collaborative and the 
teacher-directed groups in EFL reading comprehension. Additionally, it was noted that the collaborative 
and teacher-directed groups made almost similar gains. 
4. Discussion 
The present work is a significant contribution to the related literature insofar as it is among few studies 
that compared the differential effects of cooperative, collaborative, and teacher-directed teaching methods 
rehension performance.  
Given the guiding research question formulated earlier, (i.e. Are there any statistically significant 
differences in EFL reading comprehension test scores between students who are taught based on 
cooperative (Jigsaw), collaborative, and teacher-directed teaching techniques? If so, which instructional 
technique is more effective?), the following results were obtained.                                                                              
On the one hand, the results indicated that cooperative technique as a highly structured-learning 
practice is more effective than collaborative, and teacher-directed instructional strategies in improving 
e in this selected sample. This finding is consistent with the 
results other researchers have reported concerning the positive effect of cooperative learning in enhancing 
students' EFL reading comprehension at the college and university levels (Jalilifar, 2010; Hsu, 2008; Tg 
Nor Rizan, 2007).  
To shed more light on the results, some explanation may be warranted. As it is known, a few EFL 
courses such as advanced reading require students to read texts with unfamiliar topics that contain various 
pieces of information necessary for their overall comprehension. The Jigsaw technique can be an effective 
instructional strategy for this type of activity. As well as providing equal opportunities for engaged 
learning, it allows students to interact through peer teaching. Since the cooperative Jigsaw technique is 
implemented through the use of group work, reading comprehension need not be an individual act. It 
allows students to work together during reading comprehension and to also learn from each other and 
pick up skills from one another. Interaction can in principle assist students to understand portions of the 
text which they are unable to understand in working independently (Cotterall, 1990). Proficient readers 
can support less proficient readers in constructing meaning. Such peer scaffolding, a feature of 
communicative approach to teaching reading, has shown to be more effective as compared to 
individualistic style of teaching reading (Guthrie et. al., 1996). In this way, what is learned in group is 
most likely to be put in practice when students get involved in the individual act of reading.  
On the other hand, the results of the present study revealed the inability of collaborative learning in 
enhancing students' performance in EFL reading comprehension. This finding of the study is not in line 
with that of Momtaz (2010) and Palincsar (1987) who indicated the positive influence of collaborative 
learning on reading performance. A possible reason for this inconsistent finding would be that in the 
unstructured setting of collaborative learning, the basic principles of group learning such as positive 
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interdependence, individual accountability, equal participation, and simultaneous interaction (Kagan, 
1994) do not seem to be maintained. In contrast, cooperative learning is based on interaction in small 
groups in which learner interaction and engagement is structured according to carefully well-thought-out 
principles. It seems very likely that it is the very structured nature of cooperative learning that leads to 
greater gains in learners.   
As it is known to the author, this study is the first of its kind in the sense that it compared the efficacy 
of two distinct methods of group learning. Given the sparse literature on the topic, further empirical 
studies are in order now. As most studies on cooperative learning are conducted in primary or secondary 
levels of education, there seems to be a kind of uncertainty among faculty members as to the effectiveness 
of cooperative learning at the university level and as to whether this approach can gain acceptance and 
become established well into the tertiary level education. Also of interest is the key question of how often 
the jigsaw technique should be made use of in the conventional teacher-directed curriculum (e.g., on a 
one-off, weekly, or continuous basis).  
5. Conclusion 
The present investigation indicated the superiority of the cooperative leaning method of teaching EFL 
reading to collaborative, and teacher-directed instructional approaches among EFL students. Cooperative 
learning is a type of structured peer interaction. In actuality, cooperative learning was initiated on the 
basis of structures. It is here one will notice the pronounced difference between cooperative learning and 
other conventionally-based group work activities. It seems evident from the study that a properly 
structured interaction pattern is more efficient and well-suited than an unstructured one. In fact, 
cooperatively structured reading activities provide EFL learners with opportunities to engage in the 
practice of reading, not just as a learning activity, but as an activity that is meaningful and relevant to the 
learner within and beyond the class. 
The results of this study add to a growing body of literature demonstrating effects of cooperative 
learning. The author does hope that the study can be a springboard for guiding faculty's understanding of 
wise, this study could provide insight to 
what it is exactly that EFL students are often deprived of in language classes, i.e. cooperation among 
students. The results may help EFL learners to take on positive attitudes towards group work and 
appreciate the merits of cooperation within and beyond the confines of classes. In essence, they can learn 
what it takes to become an effective reader. 
In closing, the author wishes to draw the attention of the reader to the title of this article. It is a 
reference to the Rubicon River that Julius Caesar crossed with his army to initiate the Roman civil war. 
This metaphor has come to mean "passing a point of no return." In this article, it refers to decisive steps 
that we need to take towards instructional approaches to EFL reading. On the one side of the Rubicon that 
we are now, we maintain either the competitively-structured, teacher-directed classes or the contemporary 
collaboratively-fashioned language classes. Further studies of the current cross 
 approaches to EFL reading 
comprehension pedagogy. On the other side, one possibility could be cooperatively structured EFL 
classrooms that seem to have the potential to strengthen EFL reading instruction. 
                                                                                       .                 
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